The 'World Food Problem' has become a cliché in the brief period since the monolithic World Food Conference met in Rome in 1974 with the aim of tackling the problem on a global basis.
Yet the situation grows ever bleaker, and promises of world food security and 'food-aid' targets have never been translated into action. Colin Tudge's idiosyncratic book makes a brave but not always successful attempt to sort out the truths from the half-truths, the facts from the calculated guesswork and the myth from the reality. Though the existence of a 'world food problem' cannot be denied, for Colin Tudge the answers are attainable if not always acceptable. Basically, they require a reorientation of agricultural thinking towards policies aimed at feeding people, which may seem obvious but which is, according to Tudge, rarely accepted. if we seriously believe that a well-fed population in a stable world is a worthwhile goal, then we must accept that western development has been a unique and unrepeatable phenomenon; that we are not the world's leaders . . . because we cannot be followed. The key to this 'rational agriculture' is selfreliance, demanding an approach similar to that in China where the blend of agriculture and industry is geared to the people's needs and makes use of their abilities. The primary aim should be to develop grains, pulses and potatoes to provide the people with the essential vitamins, minerals, proteins and fats which they require. Meat should be of secondary importance so that the vast amount of grain utilised in animal feeding can de redirected to human consumption. The protein and other food-value content of grains, pulses and potatoes has been grossly underestimated in the rush to satisfy our carnivorous cravings.
'Rational agriculture' would aim at national self-reliance but with a proper regard to other nations' needs and strengths. Monoculture would disappear, the concentration instead being on regional differentiation, dependent upon climate and conditions. The micro-climates of hill-sides, sheltered leas and river-banks would be developed for specialist crops. 'Rational agriculture' would aim to break down the barriers between town and country, involving everyone in agriculture under professional guidance. Indeed, a large labour force would be required as lost husbandry techniques are rediscovered. 'Rational agriculture' would also help to overcome that irony of capitalism whereby freedom is prized but farmers are forced to grow what the market requires.
Tudge also makes a plea that 'rational agriculture' should not be dismissed because it is not profitable, for profit is not the aim. The aim is to feed people efficiently and an economic framework should be sought which encompasses this maxim. 'Rational agriculture', self-reliance and sensible nutritional principles, it is argued, are available. The proof of the pudding, though, is in the eating and the pudding may remain indigestible for some time to come.
